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change during aging has expanded from an exclusive focus on regional cell loss to include the study of neuroregulators in the nervous system (Sa-marajski, 1975). It is possible that alterations of certain neuroregulators underlie common mental health problems in older people.
There appear to be age-related changes in visual, auditory, and tactile receptors in most adults. There also appear to be changes in skeletal muscle fibers, thereby limiting quick movement. Most pathological changes of aging occur very slowly over a long period of time, thereby allowing ample opportunity for adjustment and compensation (Klisz, in press). Also, the nervous system appears to have a large reserve capacity and a great amount of structural redundancy (Finger, 1978).
Senile dementia, ranging from mild to severe, occurs in about 15 percent of those over age 65 (Kay, 1977) and has pathological features distinct from normal aging. This condition is characterized by loss of initiative, decrease in judgment, difficulty in selecting appropriate words, severe loss of recent memory, difficulty in doing calculations, disorientation, and personality deterioration. One interesting focus of recent biological research on senile dementia is on changes in choline acetyltransferase, the enzyme involved in synthesizing the neuroregulator acetylcholine. Although the levels of this enzyme decline in normal aging, the decline is greatly accelerated with patients who have senile dementia of the Alzheimer type, as compared with age-matched controls (Perry, 1980; Perry et al., 1980). The receptors for acetylcholine are present in normal quantity even in the absence of the enzyme, raising the possibility that providing an appropriate substitute substance could arrest the decline in function associated with the disorder.
Other neurobiological research has demonstrated age-related changes in neurotransmitter uptake that may contribute to the higher incidence of parkinsonism in older patients. Various hormones and hormone fragments are being studied with respect to brain function, including learning and memory. A new approach to the treatment of senile brain disease involves the use of a hormone fragment that seems to improve memory in certain behavioral tests in animals (deWied et al., 1976). The substance ACTH (4-10) is a fragment of a stress-related human pituitary hormone; it is being studied in patients with defective memory.
Pharmacology
Age has been shown to affect the pharmacokinetics of and responses to some drugs (Vestal, 1978). Dosages that are effective and safe in young adults may not be appropriate for the elderly, because of changes in circulation, metabolism, excretion, or other systemic functions. It is well known behavioralss 2:26-32, 1976.
